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most iniquitous trials in English history, led to the Parliamen-
tary Oaths Act which for over 200 years excluded Catholics from
the Legislature,1 and even the outbreak of war with France
under William III caused an Act threatening with perpetual
imprisonment priests who performed their functions or edu-
cated children,2 and gave Catholics' lands to their nearest
Protestant heirs if they denounced them, forbade their Catholic
heirs to take them during their lifetime if Catholics, and dis-
enabled them from purchasing lands or having them held in
trust for them.

Secondly, the severity of the law increased until the eighteenth
century, and then was only relaxed very slowly.3

Thirdly, the main bias of the laws was against Catholics
except in the first decade of Charles IPs reign. Hale4 sum-
marized their position thus: for a Catholic priest to be in Eng-
land was treason, to perform his functions entailed, by Statute
of William III, perpetual imprisonment, or fine and imprison-
ment by Statute of Elizabeth.5 The Catholic layman could not
bring any action, hold any public office, present to a living,
claim courtesy6 if married in his own Church, or, if a woman,
any part of her deceased husband's personal estate. A Catholic
might not keep arms, except such as four J.P.s thought neces-
sary, or come to Court or within ten miles of London or go five
miles away from his home. A Catholic forfeited two-thirds of
any .dower if a woman, and was liable for fines for not receiving
the Church of England sacraments; Catholic unmarried women
might be committed to special custody. This is only a summary.
It is quite clear that these rules were never enforced. It was
admitted at the tried of Lord George Gordon for his anti-
Catholic riots that they only served as a means of private
blackmail.7 Had they been enforced no Catholic family would
have been left unbeggared, and this was certainly not the case.

1 30 Car. II, st. 2, s. i.                                        a ii & 12 Will. Ill, c. 4.

3  Except possibly under the Commonwealth, when the laws passed seem less
severe and reform was constantly in the air, but practice under Cromwell's Major-
Generals and other armed 'saints' was more severe.

4  Hale, P.O. i. 387, passim.            s Vide supra, p. 982, especially notes i and a.
6 i.e. a life estate in his deceased wife's lands.                      7 21 St. Tr. 501.